objects that still stand in German churches bearing witness to these events. For the odd stone with its large footprints is not the only physical object in the Mary church at Sternberg that carries in its very stuff slander and outrage. Nor is Sternberg the only site where such objects persist. These objects raise insistent questions not only about what happened long ago but also about what contemporary response should be.
I want to pose the question of what our response to such objects is in order to consider the issue of how we do (and/or should) memorialize, preserve, and display. Involved in these questions are others about the differences and similarities between images and objects, and about the differences and similarities between medieval attitudes and modern ones. I begin with examples of the variety of present-day German treatments of such objects as the Sternberg footprints and end this part of the discussion with a consideration of the recent installations in the Jewish Museum in Berlin. Because the legends and sites with which I shall deal are obscure to English-speaking audiences and the objects in question very strange, there is much that needs explanation. I therefore proceed slowly, mixing accounts of present-day efforts to remember and forget with some discussion of scholarship on long-ago events. Only after I have described several sites and the rather different issues they raise do I turn to an elaboration of the medieval background necessary to understand them and then finally to a consideration of what, in my judgment, constitutes appropriate response.
The Commemoration of Objects:
Sternberg, Iphofen, Deggendorf, and Poznań First, then, the other objects at Sternberg. Inside the church, close to the entrance, in what is now the baptismal chapel but was for centuries known as the holy blood chapel, stand what the little church guide refers to as "witnesses to the supposed Sternberg host desecration and . . . gruesome judicial murder of 1492." These objects are a large tabletop, heavily scored with knives, on which is inscribed, "Dit is de tafele dar de Joden dat hillige sacrament up gesteken und Mittel-und Ostdeutschlands 27 (1978) : 116 -37, and Charles Zika, "Hosts, Processions, and Pilgrimages: Controlling the Sacred in FifteenthCentury Germany," Past and Present 118 (February 1988): 25 -64. gemartelt hebt tom sterneberge im Jar 1492" ( fig. 2) , and a badly eroded wooden relief of the burning of the Jews. 5 In the early sixteenth century, not only the tabletop was displayed but also the awls or nails with which the host was pierced and the iron pot the priest Peter Däne tried to redeem by providing hosts to the Jews. 6 The pot and awls were, according to one account, carried off by marauding Swedish soldiers in 1638; the relief of the execution was severely damaged in a fire in 1741.
The objects in which the crime was supposedly inscribed, the hosts, were, in the sixteenth century, kept in a tall painted and gilded tabernacle in the holy blood chapel that was rapidly constructed for them in the parish church; the duke then built a second chapel and established a cloister on the place where the buried hosts had been found. (This multiplication of sites makes clear the competition for pilgrimage revenues.) An account by the humanist Nikolaus Marschalk in the early sixteenth century, written in order to credit the local princes (perhaps incorrectly) with the major initiative in getting rid of the Jews, charges the bishops and 6. It is worth noting that the earliest accounts, including the confession of Eleazar's wife, say the martyring was done with knives, not nails; see Honemann, "Die Sternberger Hostienschändung," 83 n. 10. Presumably knives metamorphosed into nails to accord more closely with accounts of Christ's crucifixion. local clergy with negligence and disbelief, and suggests that they even considered consuming rather than preserving the miraculous blood-flecked hosts (a procedure for which there was actually considerable support in canon law). But the hosts became the center of a widespread cult, and records from the early sixteenth century tell of gorgeous ex votos hung round them, including a little silver model of the city of Colberg.
Within forty years, the cloister was closed; gifts for maintaining the eternal light before the shrine had dried up; a Protestant visitation in 1535 "forgot to ask" about the miraculous hosts. 7 Although an unreliable account says that the hosts were consumed as communion in 1539, it appears that the holy matter which was at the center of the frenetic pilgrimages of the 1490s was not so much destroyed as neglected, then forgotten. Only a few decades earlier, however, the charge that clergy wanted to destroy (that is, consume) the hosts could be used by Marschalk as evidence of defective religiosity. Passionate debates between Protestant and Catholic scholars over the miraculous or superstitious nature of the original events survived into the eighteenth century. And the tabletop and nails, which had allegedly been in contact with the body of Christ as it suffered a reenactment of the crucifixion and were marked with his blood, continued to be displayed, as did of course the footprints. If the hosts themselves (attacked by Luther and problematic in Protestant eucharistic theology) at some point disappeared (perhaps conveniently), the contact relics (table, stone, etc.) survived.
An elderly gentleman I met at a cocktail party in Berlin told me that his wife went to school near Sternberg in the 1930s and saw the tabletop with its ostensibly factual description of host abuse every Sunday when she went to church with her classmates, although she "never thought much about what it was." Objects such as the tabletop and the footprints are of course now deeply troubling to the church at Sternberg. A recent, popular account of the history of German anti-Semitism describes the pastor in the 1980s as embarrassed, "burdened" by the objects, which he shows, "but not willingly. " 8 Although little is said in the xeroxed guide about the footprints, the baptismal chapel serves now as a memorial to the Jews murdered in 1492 and by the Third Reich. A large menorah stands opposite the tabletop, and a plaque beneath the wooden relief, titled "the Sternberg Pogrom against the Jews," states that murder took place in 1492 on the occasion of "a supposed host desecration" and declares the chapel a "reminder" of 1492 and of the Holocaust. The response is, we might say, scholarly; the impulse is to set the record straight. The host desecration did not hap- The silence-the absence of memorialization-at Iphofen and Poznań can be understood as cleansing; it can also be an effort to forget. So can reinterpretation, even expiatory reinterpretation. Take, for example, the case of Deggendorf. The story of the "Deggendorfer Gnad"-precious goal of pilgrimage until the early 1990s -seems to have originated in the pogrom of 1337 and the construction of the Corpus Christi or Holy Sepulcher church which began just afterward. Early accounts of the murder of Jews mention no violation of the Christian sacrament and no miracle. One early chronicle comments for the year in question, without suggesting a causal connection, that there was a plague of grasshoppers and the Jews were burnt. The first reference to miraculous hosts comes from more than thirty years later and says simply that God's body was found, which the people saw; they therefore decided to built a church on the spot.
An elaborate legend of Jewish host desecration, and of the miraculous host preserved without decay that testified to it, bloomed in the sixteenth century and created extensive pilgrimage and cult in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Indeed, in the light of its own traditions, one might see the cult at Deggendorf as eucharistic, not anti-Semitic, in origin, and interpret the projection of host legends back onto a riot against the Jews less as an excuse for killing (which in many places at the time seemed hardly to need an excuse) than as a claim to miraculous presence-the stuff not only of pilgrimage (with all its economic and political benefits) but also of deeply felt devotion. To contemporaries, it may have been more a matter of seizing on the slaughter of Jews as an opportunity for miracle than crafting the miracle as an excuse (before or after the fact) for slaughter.
Horrible though it seems to say it now, the Jews may have been "useful" in the Middle Ages not only as moneylenders and merchants, not only (in theological and exegetical terms) as the chosen remnant who must be preserved for a conversion that would herald the end of time, but also as creators (or, in theological terms, revealers) of holy matter. 17 The emergence of such matter -miraculously resisting decay and destruction as if nonmaterial, yet bleeding as if alivewas often in the earlier Middle Ages a response to superstition, naiveté, or credulity, to accidents or mistakes in ritual; but increasingly in the later Middle
Ages it was seen as the result of specifically Jewish doubt, malice, or abuse. It is quite possible to argue that the heart of the matter was matter -holy matterand not an excuse for attacks against the Jews.
Perhaps then, it made some sort of historical as well as theological sense to transform the pilgrimage with its anti-Semitic overtones into eucharistic reverence, as ecclesiastical authorities attempted to do in the 1970s and 1980s. Christ's death on the cross is understood, in late medieval and modern Christian theology, as a sacrifice, a blood payment, an expiation for the sins of humankind. The mass reenacts that sacrifice. 18 To those who supported revival of the pilgrimage, And yet, no matter how much the authorities spoke of Deggendorf as eucharistic devotion -as the veneration of Christ's body and blood, present in every consecrated host -the heart of the cult was, historically, something different. The story that precipitated the pilgrimage was of a specific host that protested some sort of violation (even if it was only the violation of being lost or buried) and insisted, by its defiance of normal processes of change and decay, on its sacrality. Unless its specialness-its holy-object-ness-had endured, there was no reason for pilgrimage to Deggendorf in particular rather than to any altar on which was reserved a consecrated host. as the blood of Christ; anonymous "desecrators" now replaced "Jews" in the account. The priest wrote that he was deeply moved to stand before the reliquary containing the holy cloth and hoped it would bring new life to the Deggendorf miracle, "as was the holy Father's wish." 21 It seemed that, no matter how often the host in the monstrance was replaced, claims for miracles and associated holy matter would tend to emerge.
In the end, as the author of a massive and learned study devoted to the cult argued, authorities could not cleanse the legend from ahistoricity by emphasiz- ing expiation or wipe out its anti-Semitic overtones simply by referring to other perpetrators. 22 As long as the object itself was the goal and center of cult, the connotations of violation and accusation it had carried for hundreds of years continued to circle round the pilgrimage. Anti-Semitism seemed to lurk in the miraclehost itself. And yet at the core there was no retrievable story, no original desecration, perhaps no decay-resisting miracle at all (certainly not one that had perdured). Suppression not just of problematic provenance and anti-Judaism but of the object itself seemed necessary. Today at Deggendorf, there is no miraclehost; there is instead a museum devoted to educating the public about the destructiveness and horrifying devotion it once engendered.
The Judensau
In contrast to silent removal or embarrassed reinterpretation, the efforts at memorialization in Sternberg and Deggendorf seem more considered. Instead of erasure, there is scholarly correction. Instead of decontextualized, antihistorical interpretation, there is historicizing. But, I shall argue, more needs to be said.
To consider the issue further, I begin by wondering why there has been so little public discussion of objects such as the tabletop and footprints at Sternberg. After all, the past decade has seen in Germany not only discussion but also demonstrations against another anti-Semitic object: the Judensau or "Jew pig."
The Judensau is a particularly disgusting image found almost exclusively in German churches and broadsides of the fourteenth century and later; it depicts Jews sucking from the teats of a sow and a Jewish leader examining, placing his seal on, or even eating and drinking from, the anus and genitals of a female pig. bis" a kabbalistic name of God was added to the relief sometime after Luther dis-
22. Eder, Deggendorfer Gnad. I have not been able to visit the museum at Deggendorf. cussed it enthusiastically and made a horrid joke on the Hebrew letters), a plaque has been installed of the sort we find at Sternberg: "God's true name, the here slandered Schem Hamphoras, which the Jews saw as too holy to speak before Why such impassioned discussion of the Judensau, which is after all one might say only an image, however disgusting? The tabletop at Sternberg has elicited little concern and certainly no Kunstaktion, although it was evidence of an alleged crime for which we know twenty-seven people were unjustly executed in excruciating pain, and its surface displayed to Christians for hundreds of years an implausible and hideous accusation. an image." It cannot be "only a picture" because, as powerful recent discussion (by David Freedberg and others) has taught us, art is never "only pictures." 26 Images have power. That is why they are burned, mutilated, dynamited. The
Judensau was not merely anti-Semitic propaganda, the conveyer and inducer of attitudes. It effected, as well as suggested, action. In the early modern period it was placed on the doorways and porches of churches, the gates of cities, and the gables of inns to announce that Jews were unwelcome, even in a talismanic way to ward off their presence or ensure that they would not return from exile. 27
Hence the image lurks somewhere on the border between image and object. Not only a stimulus and record of hate, it is also evidence of the historical fact of expulsion and an amulet, powerful in itself, against the crossing of boundaries, the violation of Christian space.
Nonetheless, it seems that the current outrage against the Judensau is outrage at what we might call the content of the image, not its talismanic quality or its specific historical role, which is mostly unknown. And that content seems particularly sinister because of a quality that has adhered to images since the later
Middle Ages: what we might call their "duplicate-ability." The Judensau was spread in early modern Germany through the new medium of print, just as word of it and of the Kunstaktionen against it is today spread via the new medium of the Internet (often, in the latter case, without the image being reproduced at all). To current sensibilities, a scatological image (even when unseen) seems more offensive and dangerous than a tabletop, however slanderous the charges inscribed upon it. And in the sixteenth century, the Judensau was reproduced and distributed; the tabletop was not.
The Heiligengrabe Panel Paintings and the Jewish Museum in Berlin
This discussion of image and object brings me to the installations at the Jewish I was surprised, however, to discover on my visit to Heiligengrabe that only two of the surviving original pictures were there. The other panels on display were replicas. Where were the other originals? In the Jewish Museum in Berlin, I was told. I did not remember such an exhibit from the Jewish Museum, but when I returned to the city I went to look. I could not find the panels from Heiligengrabe.
There has been much criticism of the present installations in the Jewish Museum. The controversial Libeskind building is itself a sculpture; and many feel that, for all its beauty, it is ill suited to house anything. In any case, to almost any eye, the current exhibits are squeezed in awkwardly; the installations fight visually with the building, whose slanted windows, absolutely integral to the design, are nonetheless sometimes covered over to make wall space. Perhaps partly because of space constraints, the exhibits seem sketchy and, to many viewers, overly didactic. The Middle Ages receive little attention. The massacre of Jews at the time of the First Crusade is noted; charges of host desecration, of ritual murder, and of well poisoning tend to be conflated, but some space is, quite appropriately, given to the host desecration charge in Berlin in 1510 (a case very similar to the Sternberg trials). 33 I was, however, puzzled not to find the Heiligengrabe panels, supposedly on loan to the museum. I expected these images to be the center of a display, their cartoonlike graphics and bright color riveting passersby in their rush from one case to another. This was the actual paint and wood that recorded a lie passed down to posterity for hundreds and hundreds of years. The only reason for their absence I could think of was that they had already been returned to the cloister. So I asked.
No, I was told, the paintings are still here. But they're in the basement. We widely to schools so children will see that legends and rumors they may still hear are not true? Is it not, in any case, more important to take action against evil language that associates Jews with pigs or with hunger for blood (whether or not one sees images) than against a painting or tabletop from an obscure Mecklenburg where something was present, a stone, a tabletop, a cooking pot, a carved gable or capital, a panel painting-these are not all parallel objects, and I shall say more about that below. But it was the need for holy matter, for some tangible way of encountering a God who was also far away, that drove piety on the eve of the Reformation and incited preachers to efforts to manipulate, control, or discredit it. To say that stories of Jews, serving women, or criminals violating a wafer are stories that not only record but also create the object violated is not to discount other motives for action or to ignore or excuse horror and pain. To focus on the objects is rather to see the pain and the danger in them: the blood still there.
This leads me to my second reason. For it seems to me that the very nature of these objects as objects, and not merely their medieval context, suggests how they should be displayed. All objects -the things human hands make and invest with function and significance -in some sense carry their history with them.
Objects are specific, although mass-produced objects may seem virtually interchangeable and images of particular objects may be very widely disseminated.
Nonetheless, as they are used and abused, objects take on marks that carry and convey their particular history. When I bake with my mother's rolling pin at Thanksgiving, it is the particularity of its worn surface and cracked knob that seems to bring back all the pies I saw her make when she was still alive. This capacity of carrying specificity is characteristic to some degree of all objects, I
shall argue, but it is especially so for the objects I discuss here-objects that have been used to inflict or justify evil. Hence even today it matters whether they, in all their specificity, are chiseled away, suppressed without comment, or replaced with digitalized images. It is better to leave them where they have always stood, I think, but washing away the blood they carry in such complicated ways is not as easy as setting up a menorah opposite them or canceling a pilgrimage. Perhaps indeed the importance of the objects lies exactly in the fact that they cannot be cleansed.
The Medieval Background
My first point -the scholar's point -needs considerable elaboration. The medieval objects I have considered -bits of trees, stones, tables, cooking pots, blood-spotted bread, paint on wood -are all in some sense relics. Relics are a particular kind of object. First collected and revered in the late third century, they were pieces of the bodies of the martyrs or bits of matter (earth, cloth, etc.) in contact with those bodies, and were venerated by the Christian faithful as especially powerful witnesses to and contact with God's presence. 36 Although it is not quite correct to say, as scholars often do, that the relics were the saint (or at least one must qualify this statement by adding that the saint was also in heaven before the throne of God), relics and contact relics (the bodies and matter that touched them) were at the very center of early medieval religion, absorbing older pagan traditions of holy trees, earth, wells, and so forth. Indeed, objects were more crucial in establishing and conveying sacrality than place (site); and even ordinary adherents could convey self through object. Pilgrims, for example, brought the empty tomb of Christ back from the Holy Land by bringing a linen strip, measured to its length, or a bit of its earth; penitents could give themselves to God by donating, to his altar, wax candles measured to the length of their own bodies. Moreover, we have evidence from as early as the seventh century of claims to the relics of Christ's body: his blood soaked into the column of the flagellation or collected on Golgotha, even his baby teeth or the flesh of his foreskin. 37 None of these holy objects authenticated itself entirely or simply by its material presence. Something testified to its history, to its contact with the sacred; but the tes- timony was not necessarily in our modern terms "historical." It could be a parchment or inscription that accompanied the object, an oral tradition, a dream directing the discoverer to discover it, or a miracle it suddenly worked.
As G. J. C. Snoek has recently shown, the eucharist was in many ways a sort of super relic throughout the Middle Ages. 38 Not only was it treated, liturgically and devotionally, as a relic (buried in altars with relics, used as an amulet against disaster, etc.); it was divine power present in matter, and surrounding objects absorbed its power as did the wood and earth of holy graves. Because it was, like the bodies of the saints, taboo, it could in the technical sense of the term be polluted; touching it was mortally dangerous if one was impure. 39 Yet the consecrated bread and wine were also more than, other than, relics; and many theologians worried about the parallel. As the "real presence" of Christ in the eucharist was increasingly emphasized and then, in highly technical discussions (from the eleventh to the fifteenth centuries) elaborated and disputed as "tran- Fifteenth-century synods and councils not only, as I explained above, insisted that a freshly consecrated host be displayed alongside a supposed miraclehost and suggested the replacement of any wonderhost touched by decay; they also supported the suppression of such objects by consuming them or walling them up in depositories where soiled altar linen was placed. 40 (The miraculous finds of Christ's blood or contact relics in pillars or altars -for example, the hosts at Andechs, the tabletop at Poznań -are perhaps the consequence of such earlier deposits. Charges such as Marschalk's that ecclesiastical authorities wanted to destroy God's miraculous body by consuming it clearly reflect conflict among
Christians about proper veneration of such supposed manifestations of God's presence.)
In relics, too, we discern a complicated dynamic of seen and unseen. Yes, the bone of the Magdalen was the Magdalen's bone, but from the early thirteenth century, "naked display" of relics was forbidden, and the containers (reliquar- painted from a vision that appeared to the painter or handed down directly from heaven (and hence, in an absolutely literal sense, objects from above). Whether or not bits of holy matter were embedded in them, images were holy matter in the later Middle Ages. They warded off evil as amulets; they bled when attacked by heretics. Many were accorded indulgences, so that the very act of viewing them could provide exactly calculated numbers of days or even years of freedom from the expiatory suffering of purgatory. Indeed, images not only represented objects; they also, as Bauerreiss suggests, generated objects. The powerful Schmerzensmann (a dying or dead Christ, upright and bleeding in his tomb), surrounded by the arma Christi (the instruments of his torture), may have been the source, not only of legends of Jewish violation of the host, but also of those churches where depressions or pits (tombs) are revered as finding-spots of wonderhosts. If icons of a bleeding Christ rising from a pit in the earth could provide days or years of expiation, then it was only a little step to finding a physical pit from which a bleeding Christ (a wafer or waferlike object) arose. 45 Thus it is clear that the objects once revered and still displayed in German churches -although not all relics in the same sense -participate nonetheless in a powerful sense of holy matter that we moderns understand only imperfectly and at a distance. Panel paintings, tabletops, wonderhosts, were not conceptually so far apart as they seem today.
It was such holy matter that Jews (and others) supposedly violated in host desecration. It is, in fact, highly improbable that Jews acted as Christians charged.
Christians accused them of scheming to acquire consecrated wafers in which they deliberately perpetrated a second crucifixion of the body of Christ. And indeed we do have evidence both that they mocked the "superstitious" Christian idea that bread could become God's body and that they viewed the eucharist as a dangerous or taboo object. 46 We have, however, no reason to think they tested Christian claims or "crucified" a stuff that they did not believe to be divine. But under- 47. The two charges were sometimes conflated, as when Jews were accused of murdering Christians in order to extract consecrated hosts they had swallowed.
48. It is important to remember, however, that the broadsides that spread the stories were often intended to foment anti-Jewish action as well as to encourage pilgrimage. The broadsides informed those in other regions that Jews accused of host desecration might flee their way. See Honemann, "Die Sternberger Hostienschändung," 90 -93.
49. The issue comes up in the early retellings of the Wilsnack legend, where the miraclehosts have to defend themselves against the suspicion that they had not been consecrated and therefore could not be miraculous. When the bishop of Havelberg threatened to reconsecrate the hosts, they bled to ward off the iniuria of double consecration. See Kühne, " 'Ich ging durch Feuer. ' " 50. Breest, "Das Wunderblut von Wilsnack, gerous to the violators. Early legends of wonderhosts often attribute them to the superstition of lower-class women, to ritual impurity, or to ordinary criminals, and in a number of such stories no perpetrator is punished or even sought out.
As the bleeding hosts came to seem more and more powerful and accusatory, those who provided the occasion for such eruptions of blood appeared ever more sinister. Jews, who could be more easily condemned and executed, seemed the obvious perpetrators. But the horror they supposedly produced was also a miraculous manifestation of God -an object in which he could be seen and touched.
Processes against the Jews (such as those at Sternberg and Berlin-Brandenburg) or legends telling of their guilt (such as the apocryphal stories at Deggendorf and Heiligengrabe) were not only opportunities for economic gain through the expulsion of hatred outsiders; they were also moments of special encounter with the flesh of Christ. And if the bleeding was truly Christ's blood, then objects such as tabletops, knives, or nails that touched it, even a stone that touched the feet of someone (such as Eleazar's wife) who had touched it or a panel that made vivid its presence under a gallows, were not just evidence of a crime. They were also an ambiguous sort of contact relic, saturated not so much with the evil of the violators as with the power of a God who revealed himself in its midst. 51 In a distorted and hideous felix culpa, desecration produced the holy matter that led to special access to the divine.
Objects and Images Today
I do not expect the little church guide at Sternberg or the exhibits in the Jewish Museum in Berlin to explain the medieval context of their objects at length, as I have done here. Nor do I deny the importance of simple outrage and repentance, simply expressed. It is useful to set the record straight. Plaques and computer presentations that repeat the mantra "never forget" are obviously a better response than silently removing embarrassing material or rewriting legends to recast offensive language. It can, moreover, require considerable moral courage to call off a popular pilgrimage. But I would argue that the objects of which I am writing have even today a power not fully acknowledged by digitalizing them, cancelling their accompanying devotions, or glossing them with historicizing statements. We need more than the knowledge that the associated charges are untrue. We need to confront the objects themselves.
An objection might be raised here, one adumbrated by the discussion above
51. It is worth noting that, as at Sternberg, the tabletop in the Brandenburg case was revered along with the knife and a piece of the host in the cathedral. The tabletop on which a particle of the host sent to Spandau was supposedly tortured was venerated in the bishop's court chapel in Berlin.
of the Judensau and of the panels from Heiligengrabe. For, as I have already suggested, images and objects are not quite the same. Even at Heiligengrabe, the panel paintings, the wonderhost, and the holy earth represent and embody the sacral in somewhat different ways. Why then lump together paintings, carved capitals, bleeding hosts, and miraculous footprints in my discussion of response?
In modern museum practice, no theory would conflate image and object.
We occasionally find catalogs that treat, for example, Degas's pictures of milliners as evidence of worker alienation; exhibits in historical museums frequently underline a particular shoe or arrowhead with boutique lighting, aestheticizing it and isolating it from the everyday. 52 But no contemporary theory would treat a modern painting as simply a piece of evidence or an object. The very word of choice used by contemporary art historians -images -suggests some vestige of representation, of presenting something in a medium it isn't. Paint, wood, steel, and so forth present to us as if they were, for example, apples or the color red (but they are not, and thus they call attention to the "not-ness"). Even minimalist (literalist) or pop art calls attention to the gap between itself and objects by in some sense questioning -or even insulting (by mimicking) -their objecthood. 53 As Hans Belting has argued, there is a gulf between the later Middle Ages, "the era before the era of art," in which pictures and statues (like relics) manifested a divinity they participated in, and the very self-conscious Renaissance playing with illusion, which calls attention to the "non-object-ness" of art. 54 The gorgeous textile behind a medieval Madonna is a frame for, a declaration of, her sacrality; the painted Renaissance curtain, exactly because it is so precisely like a curtain, makes it clear that it is not a curtain. A medieval image is an object in a way that a Renaissance or modern painting is not. 55 But modern viewers inevitably react with modern, not medieval, viewing habits and assumptions. Hence, however much image and object were conflated as holy matter or embodiment of sacrality in the Middle Ages, it could be argued that it is strained and simplistic to conflate them in a discussion of modern response.
It is, moreover, significant that, in a number of places where holy objects power from contact with the tombs of saints, circulated too; but they aroused suspicion if mass produced, exactly because it seemed necessary that, as objects,
they carry with them some specific materiality, some indication of derivation from a particular, historically locatable source. Both because of their intrinsic duplicate-ability and because of their nature as representation of something other than their material, images seem different from objects. Even medieval images might seem, then, to demand from modern curators and custodians a different treatment, and from modern viewers a different response.
Nonetheless, I would argue that there is both a historical and a conceptual connection between object and image. Cult objects and wonder-working statues blur the distinction still; the miraculous corporal at Walldürn, for example, was until fairly recently replicated on little silks that were touched by the relic, absorbing its power. 58 Even today, both the devout and the curious take away from shrines prayer cards with images of Gnadenbilder and little bags of holy earth. From such objects and replicas, it is not far to the small pieces of metallic cloth given out to onlookers when Christo and Jeanne-Claude wrapped the Reichstag in June and July of 1995. The scraps of fabric were not mere mementos to remind viewers of what they had seen; viewers participated in the art itself when they held and preserved these little pieces, so to speak, of the action.
In the modern museum as well, images partake of objecthood, if not in quite the way they did in medieval churches. They not only "represent"; they are.
As I suggest above, our response to any painting involves in complex ways our sense of how its materiality, its "stuff-ness, " its paint and canvas, create the image, which both represents and deceives. Indeed, both medieval devotional objects and modern paintings have a more complex relationship to representation than we sometimes admit. If we compare, for example, reliquary (object) and portrait (art), we see that both, in ways we have not thought about sufficiently, are veiling and revealing. Just as the painted Renaissance curtain, or the Warhol tomato soup can, or even a Rothko white on white, both are and are not what we see, so the reliquary and the wonderhost inside it are and are not what they appear. The consecrated bread is invisibly the body of God, whether or not one sees red drops or believes them to be blood; the gold and crystal frame the contents as glorified and imperishable, contradicting while revealing the "bread-ness" of the bread.
For all the differences before and after "the era of art," even modern images are never only images, just as medieval objects are not only objects.
Hence, whether we look from a medievalist's perspective or a modern one, against the background of a notion of holy matter or in the context of the poly- semy of the concept "object" itself, the footprints, wells, sculptures, hosts, relics, and monstrances I have discussed here are odd and complex things. They are all, in some sense, objects -but objects with overtones of image as well.
Revealing and querying what they convey, they are what they are; yet each represents (if only partially) a horror that lies beyond. Despite the differences among them, the question they raise about memorialization is essentially the same. It is the simple question I have already asked. Does it matter whether the objects themselves are preserved and displayed?
My answer is finally based less in my scholarly study of medieval devotion, or in a consideration of theories of objects and art, than in an empirical observation about how we see and remember. For all the modern shift to image and duplication, I do not think we have in fact forgotten the power of objects. Believers and nonbelievers who tour European churches not only wonder at the splendor and cost of the furnishings but often feel the ghostly presence of the past in the traces left by hands and lips on devotional objects -both relics and Gnadenbilder -that have been kissed over the centuries by the pious. Ordinary visitors to museums do not want concrete, specific, tactile things from the past (shoes, christening dresses, fans, pipes, commonplace books, etc.) to be replaced by videos and computerized presentations. Supplemented, yes; replaced, no. People watch Antiques Roadshow on television exactly because they may be present at the moment when an ordinary object is revealed to be a carrier of history; it is not only the economic value that titillates.
The power of objects becomes clearer if we contrast them with photo- what it images is not here. An object that was there and is here connects us with that was because it still itself is. 59
There is a moment in W. G. Sebald's novel Austerlitz in which the hero, walking the streets of Terezín, where his mother died in a camp, comes to a closed emporium whose window sets out dozens of objects that in all probability belonged to the camp's victims: paperweights, buttons, a miniature barrel organ, a lampshade, a stuffed squirrel. Sebald writes:
59. A photograph can, of course, be treated as an objectthat is, we can relate to it less because of what it images than because we remember the occasions on which we took it out and scrutinized it, etc. Noting this only, however, confirms my point both about how objects work for us and about the porous (but not nonexistent) line between image and object.
What secret lay behind the three brass mortars . . . the endless landscape painted round a lampshade . . . showing a river running quietly through perhaps Bohemia or Brazil? And then there was the stuffed squirrel, already moth-eaten here and there, perched on the stump of a branch . . . which had its beady button eye implacably fixed on me, and whose Czech name -veverka -I now recalled like the name of a long-lost friend. What, I asked myself, said Austerlitz, might be the significance of the river never rising from any source, never flowing out into any sea . . . what was the meaning of veverka, the squirrel forever perched in the same position . . . ? They were all as timeless as that moment of rescue, perpetuated but forever just occurring, these ornaments, utensils, and mementoes stranded in the Terezín bazaar, objects that for reasons one could never know had outlived their former owners and survived the process of destruction, so that I could now see my own faint shadow barely perceptible among them. 60
I would argue that, even without the mirroring glass of a shop window, we find our selves reflected in the objects that survive from our destructive European past. This is exactly because what we find is the objects themselves.
Yet the little vault at Heiligengrabe that, some thought, contained a tortured god; the table at Sternberg; the Judensau on the bridge at Frankfurt with its talismanic message of expulsion; the well in Poznań -these objects carry not the pathos of Sebald's squirrel or painted lampshade but a deeper horror. They are not in shop windows or even museums but in churches -institutions in which live the traditions and beliefs that led to the persecutions and pogroms of long and not-so-long ago. They are vestiges of the perpetrators, not the victims.
What is inscribed in them is accusation, not loss. The self they connect us with is a self we have been in our European past -a self that persecutes and kills. 61
The Sternberg table and the panels from Heiligengrabe are not just objects; they are horrible objects -evidence for and record of scapegoating, fear of the other, inflicted pain, opportunism, warped devotion, and deep belief. In the words inscribed upon them and the ghostly traces of blood supposedly shed long ago, they bear the marks of moments in history that lived into the twentieth century.
The same wood that testified to and stimulated atrocities at Sternberg in 1492, gengrabe-the real panels, and not replicas or digitalized presentations-should be hung. And I suggest that there and at Sternberg, Iphofen, Frankfurt, Poznań, etc., memorialization should include something more than the distancing of historical correction. Glosses should say more than that the events were other than legend tells; repentance should acknowledge more than that the legacy of false history does damage. Glosses, Artists' Protest Actions, even exorcizing liturgies, should cry out that the objects are still there and that in them we encountertouch as well as see -the immense wrongdoing of our Western past. We should seek out that encounter. There is a special sense in which, as long as the objects survive, we shall never, can never, forget.
